Introduction
e subject of the elegy below, Fr Nicholas Sheehy (Nioclás Mac Síthigh), was found guilty of murder at a trial in Clonmel, County Tipperary, and was hanged, drawn and quartered on  March . e inscription on the memorial tomb marking his grave, which is still visible today in Shanrahan cemetary outside Clogheen in south Tipperary, states that the priest was thirty-eight years of age at the time of his death.¹ He was thus born in  or , and his birthplace, although not definitive, appears to have been at Fethard, County Tipperary.² He descended from prominent, well-to-do Catholic families, his paternal forebears being the Mac Sheehys of Drumcollogher, County Limerick, while those on his maternal side were the Powers of Bawnfoun, County Waterford.³ A cousin, Edmund ('Buck') Sheehy, was a Catholic landowner  Templetenny -represented by the present-day Roman Catholic parish of Clogheen and Burncourt in south Tipperary.¹³ e agrarian secret society known as the Whiteboys (thus called because of its members' practice of wearing white over-shirts during their nocturnal activities) began its operations in  in south Tipperary, and the movement spread from there into north-east Cork, east Limerick, west Waterford and Kilkenny. Nicholas Sheehy's parish was one of the most reported areas of disturbance down to , where the enclosure of the common lands, the introduction of Protestant head-tenants and landlord-sponsored conversion schemes during the s spilled over into sectarian violence. Due to the suspension of restrictive cale acts in - that had prohibited the export of Irish beef since the late seventeenth century, as well as increased consumer demand for beef in Europe, investment in pasture became more profitable. Landlords re-let to graziers who reduced traditional access to commons by smaller tenants. e Whiteboys sought to defend these customary rights by tearing down or levelling fences, hedges and walls, by digging up pasture and by houghing cale. Central to this agrarian unrest, moreover, was opposition to the payment of tithes -a tax levied on agricultural produce for the support of the Established Church, namely the (Anglican) Church of Ireland. ose exacting the tax itself, tithe-proctors and tithe-farmers, became the special focus of Whiteboy violence, and such was the scale of this violence that the Whiteboy Act was introduced in , making the administration of oaths by threat of violence, which was the movement's defining characteristic, a capital offence.¹⁴ Nicholas Sheehy came to the particular aention of local Protestant ministers, landlords and magistrates during this time of Whiteboy unrest, although he had already aracted some notice in . In that year, he was included in a list of priests who were obliged by John O'Brien, Catholic Bishop of Cloyne and Ross (-), to publicize in their respective parishes an edict of excommunication which he had placed on the town of Mitchelstown, County Cork. e background to this lay in the confusion of authority over church maers in the town arising from a number of disagreements between O'Brien and James Butler, Archbishop of Cashel (-). e absentee landlord of the district, James King, Fourth Baron Kingston, fearing the challenge to his own authority and commercial loss to Mitchelstown, offered a reward of twenty pounds for the apprehension of Bishop O'Brien as well as a reward of five pounds for the apprehension of each Catholic priest, including Sheehy, who publicized the ban.¹⁵ e first half of the s saw a more active involvement by Sheehy in contemporary social grievances. In June , for example, he was one of three presented as unregistered priests by the grand jury at the Summer assizes.¹⁶ He was further indicted for unlawful assembly and tendering oaths (May ), for intending 'to raise and levy open war, insurrection and rebellion' (Spring assizes, ), and once again for unlawful assembly as well as for assaulting one John Bridge at Shanbally (Sum-  mer assizes ).¹⁷ e laer indictment sent him into hiding, and in February  a proclamation on a charge of high treason with a price of three-hundred pounds on his head called on all officials of the district to arrest and imprison him. Having surrendered to a local Protestant magistrate, Cornelius O'Callaghan, Sheehy was brought to trial in Dublin a year later and was acquied on the charge of rebellion, but re-arrested for the murder of John Bridge. Of this he was convicted at a trial in Clonmel in March  and was sentenced to death.¹⁸ at the cleric's anti-establishment disposition was not welcomed by the Protestant polity in Tipperary seems obvious, of course, but he was also regarded within his own denomination as impulsive and outspoken. For example, Dr John Curry ( † ), a contemporary Catholic historian and founder of the Catholic Commiee in Dublin in , described him as follows:
is Sheehy, my lord, was a giddy, officious, but not ill-meaning man, with somewhat of a quixotish cast of mind towards the relieving of all those, whom he fancied to be injured, or distressed; and, seing aside his unavoidable connexion with these rioters, (for some hundreds of them were his parishioners) a person of good character in all other respects. In the course of these disturbances, he had been oen indicted, and tried as a popish priest; but no sufficient evidence appearing against him on that charge, he was always acquied, to his own great misfortune; for, had he been convicted, his punishment, which was only transportation, might have prevented his ignominious death, which soon aer followed.¹⁹ Dennis Taafe ( † ) claimed that Catholic bishops in Munster were keen to denounce the Whiteboy movement and its supporters, and he noted that Peter Creagh, Bishop of Lismore and Waterford (-), was particularly keen to thwart campaigns against the payment of tithes and other grievances: e superiors of the catholic clergy, in that province, were at the same time edifyingly active in pressing the duty of obedience and loyalty on their people. is is well known. He of Waterford exerted himself, by giving the government the best and earliest intelligence he could, of the intentions and motions of those miscreants.²⁰ According to the foregoing passage, then, Bishop Creagh could not have been unaware of the involvement of Nicholas Sheehy in the social and radical issues of the day, nor would he have tolerated a priest in his diocese who aracted any imprudent aention from the authorities.
In light of the aforementioned Mitchelstown affair of , of course, relations between the priest and his superior were probably strained in any case because Sheehy had ultimately followed the instructions of Bishop John O'Brien, a superior  
Literary context
Do chuala geoin ag slóite ar thaoibh cnoic in what follows below is but one of a number of texts articulating the more general support and outrage at a popular level which the Sheehy case provoked. In a second elegy beginning Ag taisteal liom fá smúit im aonar, 'While travelling alone in sorrow' ( +  epilogue stanzas), and aributed to Seán Cúndún from Kildorrery in north Cork, the poet encounters a beautiful woman who subsequently identifies herself as Ireland or Fódhla (l. ). She tells of her grief at the death of Nicholas Sheehy -Nioclás Mac Síthigh mhill go hae me (l. ) -and claims that it were beer for her to leave the country rather than suffer the loss of one so pious and learned. e priest's conviction was secured by lies and falsehood, moreover, and his death amounts to 'outright murder' (murdar dubh, l. ). Although the poem concludes with a prayer for the acceptance of Sheehy's soul into paradise and provides a synopsis of the man's eminent qualities, its overall tenor is negative and leaves no real sense of collective redemption for Ireland's native population.²⁵ A third elegy beginning A Athair Niocláis, mo chás id luí thú, 'Father Nicholas, alas you lie there!' ( lines), derives from Ring, County Waterford, and is aributed to Nicholas Sheehy's sister.²⁶ e charge made against the dead man, so this poem, is that he was 'captain of the Whiteboys' (captaon na bhFear mBán). ) when an anonymous ally arrives at his home and requests that the priest inspect the Gaels (Gaoidhil) who have converged in bale against foreigners (Gallaibh).²⁸ It is similar to Seán Cúndún's composition above, in that it is reminiscent of an aisling, but this poem is also permeated by a sense of hope for the lot of Ireland's native population. Interestingly, the unnamed 'vigorous priest' (sagart groí) in the third line is identified in the heading as Fr Nicholas Sheehy, thereby showing that it was accepted, not only by the original author, but also by the public in general, that the priest was indeed a member of the Whiteboys.²⁹ e poem below underlines Nicholas Sheehy's auspicious credentials as scion of nobility (ll. , , -, -, , , , , ), whose unjust downfall causes a sudden loss in patronage and native learning (ll. , ). His laudable characteristics include an ability to lead (ceannasach, l. ) and to act as a rallying-point for the oppressed (éachtmhar, l. ). Not only is he a paragon of priestly piety and learning, but his uniqueness extends even as far as being able to perform miracles (fearta, ll. , ). e laer gi forms part of a more general belief at a popular level that Sheehy possessed special powers. His grave in Shanrahan, for example, became the focus of daily pilgrimages within a short time aer his death, and the earth from his tomb was believed to contain special healing powers.³⁰ Sheehy's death was caused by treachery and lies: do crochadh le feall (heading), Cē cailleadh 'na deoidh re fiarghaill ort (l. ), Do tachtadh le héitheach 's éigean naimhde (l. ), Le spalpadh na mionn (l. ), Do tachtadh le héigean bréige is díoltais (l. ). According to vernacular tradition, moreover, his head was le impaled on a spike above the prison gate in Clonmel for twenty years aer his execution until his sister, Cáit de Búrca, was allowed to remove it for burial.³¹ Our poem conveys part of this dramatic detail in Do cheann ar sparra le hamharc gach cladhaire (l. ). is, in turn, finds a parallel in English-language tradition in a poem, aributed to Catherine Burke, which first appeared in e Limerick Reporter in January : 'And where are they dear head, that once reviled thee / that spiked thee high -with filthy pitch defiled?'.³² A variant of the laer poem has survived in County Tipperary, in fact, down to contemporary times.³³  Ó hÓ : , although Dia in the laer edition I correct to díth here as it makes beer sense. At a time when it was hoped that proscriptions against Catholics under penal legislation would relax, it is understandable that one so public in his criticism of the declining lot of his parishioners as Sheehy might meet with lile support from those within the Catholic hierarchy. Not only does our poem react vehemently to the injustice perpetrated against him, however, but it regards members of the man's own church as partly responsible for this. In apportioning blame, for example, Bishop Peter Creagh (Craobhach, l. ) is held to account. Moreover, Sheehy's bravery and determined disposition, as captured in Ba teann t'acfainn chum seasamh i bhfíorghoil (l. ), suggests that his fellow priests and superiors were wide of the mark. And, the line Is cásmhar claon ár gcléir gan bíogadh (l. ) together with Planda séimh den chléir nár chínnte, / Úrghas aorach éachtmhar aoibhinn (ll. -) leave no doubt but that an evasive, undetermined body of churchmen could not prevent the death of a courageous, compassionate priest who was a 'friend of the absolute poor' (cara na bhfíorbhocht, l. ). As a result, a helpless Catholic flock (tréad) is now bere of a true shepherd to guard them (gan aodhaire dā gcoímhdeacht, l. ). Ag taisteal liom fá smúit im aonar is also aributed.³⁹ O'Daly, incidentally, may have intended his text in RIA MS  for printing, given his announcement that an elegy on the death of the cleric 'with historical notes and translations' would 'appear in due course'.⁴⁰ e proposal itself does not seem to have been carried through. e poem is composed in caoineadh, the usual metre for the literary kind of lament in Irish.⁴¹ Its general metrical paern may be outlined as follows:
Manuscript sources, metre and edition
(-) |x (-) (-) |x -(-) |x -(-) |í -us, there are four feet to the line, the final foot (or cadence) is disyllabic and the assonance here remains uniform throughout. Lines  and  deviate from the above, however, in containing three instead of four feet, while the final foot in line  is trisyllabic:
e following may also be noted metri causa: Liomsa = /l´uːmsǝ/ (l. ), assonating with Cnú (l. ); naimhde = /niːd´ǝ/ (ll. , ; see also note  below); cladhaire = /kliːr´ǝ/ (l. ); nímhe = /n´iː/ (l. ); mionn = /m´uːn/ (l. ), assonating with fúigeadh (l. ), with modhúil and chnú (l. ), and with Hoops and trū (l. ); Fuinseann = /fiːnsǝn/ (l. ). Other points are discussed in the notes accompanying the edited text.
While O'Daly's text in RIA MS  seems to be a transcription of that by Ó Glasáin in RIA MS , there are minor deviations between the two, which are discussed in the notes below. e poem's stanzaic arrangement in the manuscript sources is not reproduced here, particularly in view of lines -, for example, which make beer sense when presented as a run-on text. A macron in the edited text represents a length-mark which is not visible in the manuscripts. Capital leers, word division, punctuation are editorial. I have opted for present-day spelling (departing from it only where required by the metre) although the scribal spellings may be consulted in the manuscript readings. I also adopt the following normalized spellings silently in the edited text: (i) expansion of contractions; (ii) unstressed io > ea and unstressed ui > ai; (iii) cc > gc, sd > st, sg > sc,  > dt; (iv) simple prepositions a > i, aig > ag, air > ar, do = 'o' > de; (iv) prep. + article don = 'of the' > den, prep. + possessive pronoun ad 'in your' > id. You were welcoming, generous, festive, wine-loving, In reading every good story your mouth was sweet, ough you are alas without recovery under flagstones! Your ability to hold out in true valour was strong, 'S a' tabhairt na bpeacach fá tharmainn Íosa, 30 Cantaoir suairc na nduanta bhfírcheart, Cē cailleadh 'na deoidh re fiarghaill ort. Scéal chuir buairt ar uaisle tíre, Scéal chuir gruaim is ruaig ar mhílte, Scéal d'úig gruaidhliuch duairc ar saoithe, 35 Chuir duais ar chléir 's a dtréada ar díbirt. Is cloíte céasta créimeach Clíona, Aoibheall mhaorga ón gcaomhChraig aoibhinn; Tug Úna is Áine is mná na mínlios Fá chumha ó thārla ar lár ag daoirscair.
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Is cráite tréithlag faon ár saoithe, Is cásmhar claon ár gcléir gan bíogadh, Tá dáimh is éigse is béithe ' síorghol, Trē bhás an laithe de mhaithibh Chlainn tSíthe. 'S é an buinneán de cheartlár na dtaoiseach, 45 Ba cheannárd gan earráid gan díomas, De phréimh na bhfearchon bhfleadhamhail bhfíontach, Ba thréan mear calma lonnmhar líofa, Criostal na laoch is leon an chroí ghil, Buinne de phór na dtreon sin Mhíleadh, 50 Cnú gan cogal den bhorbuil bhríomhar, Is crobhaire an oinigh do hoileadh go fírcheart, Planda séimh den chléir nár chínnte, Úrghas aorach éachtmhar aoibhinn, Is dian leanadh na habstail dob aoirde, 55 Air gur fealladh tre anacra naimhde. Is cúrsaí bróin is gleo is sceimhle, Is cúis chum deor dar ndóigh le n-insint: Do cheann ar sparra le hamharc gach cladhaire, Is Baker is Maude re habhacht dā mhaíomh sin. Den bhuíon do ceapadh le feartaibh ó Íosa, Aon den Eaglais, faraire an chroí ghil, Do tachtadh le héitheach 's éigean naimhde. Is cúrsaí éighmhe is géarghoil choíche, Is cúrsaí taom is baoghail is bíogadh, Is cúrsaí léin an féinneadh fíorghlan, Is Baker is Maude go hard dā mhaíomh sin. Tá scamallaibh ceo i bhFódla tímcheall, Tá dainíd is deora is scóladh is sceimhle,
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Ō cailleadh an leon de phór na rí-lath Ba thaca re treon is ba lón don bhfíorlag. Is atuirse cléibh 's is créacht sa tír thu, Dearmad daorchnead léan is líonraith, Osna is éacht is saoghadghoin nímhe thu, 75 Ō torcradh géag den phréimh dob aoirde. Le spalpadh na mionn do fúigeadh cloíte, An seabhac mear modhúil de chnú na dtaoiseach. Tá Baker is Hoops is gach trū dá síolrach Dā aithris go teann do cheann id dhíthse. (ar) thaoibh: /iː/ is realized in the final stressed syllable throughout whence this emendation of the manuscript reading thaobh (A, B).
3 éagóir: is is an emendation of the manuscript reading cuir (A, B) . e stress falls on the second syllable in the spoken Irish of Munster, and this, too, adheres to the poem's overall metrical paern as outlined above.
9 Níl: Again, following the poem's metrical paern, this is an emendation of ni bhfuil (A) / ní bhfuil (B). 33 Scéal chuir buairt ar uaisle tíre: 'Tidings which worried a land's nobility', the nobility in question referring on the one hand to prominent Catholic landowners who viewed Nicholas Sheehy as the supreme victim of the anti-Catholic frenzy of the s (B : ). It could also refer on the other to the Protestant landed gentry of Tipperary who feared increased sectarian animosity and Whiteboy violence in the county as a result of Sheehy's execution. By c. , for example, south Tipperary contained a higher number of governmentsponsored garrisons than any of the surrounding districts and, interestingly, at Clogheen, as a direct result of Whiteboy agrarian disturbances and Nicholas Sheehy's trial and execution, a permanent limstone-built cavalry barrack was provided in  (B : -).
38 Aoibheall mhaorga ón gcaomhChraig aoibhinn: 'noble Aoibheall from fair, delighful Crag', An Chraig here and in the variant reading ón léith-chraig (B) refer-respectively, whereby the final -d is borrowed from the preposition do which commonly followed (O'R : -).
deora: is emended form observes the linear and vertical assonant paern of ll. -, whereas the variant form déara (see the manuscipt readings) does not.
76 torcradh: Lit. 'was felled', i.e. passive of do-tuit.
74 Dearmad: Pronounced as /d´arǝmǝd/, or as /d´aruːd/ with the stress falling on the first syllable, both adhere to the paern of the first foot in the line.
78 mear modhúil: Mear is unstressed metri causa while the stress falling on the second syllable of modhúil in spoken Munster Irish also observes the the linear and vertical assonant paern of ll. -. Although B retains the classical spelling modhamhuil, the scribe probably intended it to be pronouned as a disyllable, which is rendered in the variant reading modhail (A). leanbach /l´anǝbǝχ/: e manuscript spellings leannabach (A) and leanabach (B) represent the epenthetic vowel, which occurs here again in the spoken language in Munster aer a liquid or nasal preceded by a short vowel (cf. O'R : ).
87 Aon do ceapadh le feartaibh ó Íosa: is line finds a parallel in l.  of the poem.
88 Do tachtadh le héigean bréige is díoltais: Once again, this echoes l. ; see also the the note on do tachtadh in l.  above.
